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The Evolution of Kermit’s Folly 


by Kerentt Hobbs 


I've always enjoyed music, but in the summer of 1970, my 
‘eyes were opened to a world of music that | had never seen or 
heard before, My wife and | visited the Mechanical Music 
Arcade in Underground Atlanta, and | was overwhelmed by the 
nostalgic beauty, ingenuity, and great sounds of those instru- 
ments. | fell in love with them. 


A few months later | ran into a friend at an auction, who told me 
he had an old player piano that wouldn't play, and he offered it 
to me for fifty dollars. | had no idea how it worked, but | had 
confidence that with my engineering background, t could figure 
it out and get it going again. | jumped on it. 


Soon afterward, one of the guys in my department at the paper 
mill brought me two old issues of Popular Science magazine 
that gave a basic explanation of the player mechanism. That 
‘was enough to get me going, and within a few months, | got the 
‘old piano to wheeze out a few bars of “Stardust.” It leaked so 
badly that | had to take a break from pedaling every few 
minutes, but | was thrilled. (cont'd pg. 2) 
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KERMIT'S FOLLY 


COMING soon! 
AN EARLY EVENING OF MUSIC AND TEA. 


| eventually stopped the leaks and moved on to other player pianos, buying and selling, gradually improving 
my skills and sharpening my interests. My real dream was to own a nickelodeon. | learned of a man in | 
Boykins, Virginia, who had two nickelodeons in his store that would still play, and | paid him a visit. 


Mr. Nelson Funkhouser was a delightful, 
spunky old gentleman who collected 
anything old and unusual. His little 
country store was a maze of pianos, 
arcade games, antique advertising 
memorabilia, and curiosities of all kinds. 
Sure enough, he had a Seeburg E piano 
and a Seeburg KT orchestrion (that had 
been painted a horrible green) that would 
cycle and make a little music with the 
insertion of a nickel. He told me that he 
had had many offers to buy them, but he 
always refused. For this | was thankful. 

| visited him often and got to know him well. 


Mr. Funkhouser passed away in 1977, and his son, Bobby, became the executor of his estate. | desperately 
wanted one or both of the machines, but | was in no position to pay what | figured he could get for them. 
Finally, Bobby agreed that he would let me have the KT in exchange for my “restoring” two other upright 
pianos in the collection. It took me nearly two years to work off my debt, but at last, the Seeburg KT was 
mine. 


By 1980, the demands of the family business made it impossible for me to continue with my piano hobby, so 
the “green monster,” as my kids called it, was moved to the back of my garage where it sat and gathered 
dust. Years passed, but | always promised myself that when I retired, | would restore it. 


Finally, in 2017, literally forty years after | brought the KT home, | decided that it was time to either sell it or 
go to work on it. | chose the latter, and | spent a fair amount of time learning and adapting to the advances in 
restoration technology. It was ten months and more than five hundred shop hours before | got it to where it 
looked and sounded as | thought it should. | had never heard a KT in person, and | wasn't disappointed. 


To my surprise, my wife suggested that it was time for me to find a building where | could store and show off 
the “junk” that I'd been collecting for years. It turned out that the old Suffolk Chamber of Commerce building 
had been up for sale for quite some time, and the price had come down considerably. Apparently its 
Twentieth-Century Modern architecture did not appeal to serious businesspeople, but it looked fine to me. 
Best of all, it had a twenty-by-thirty-foot gallery in the back that would be a perfect for displaying musical 
machines. Its front offices were right for my mediation business, too. | bought it in early 2018. 


Earlene and | had a great time laying out the floor plan, hanging wallpaper. decorating, and perusing antique 
shops for the right furnishings to provide an appropriate setting for the collection. After several months of 
detective work, | found a deal on three good restorable instruments — a Chicago Electric EL-2 piano, a 
Stroud Duo-Art upright, and a Haynes Brothers AMPICO grand. 


' had an old Seeburg Selectaphone jukebox that had come down through the family from the days when my 

dad used to service coin phonographs. Getting it to play was not too difficult. Parlor organs were going cheap, 
and | figured | needed one to set the stage for the Victorian era. | checked Craigslist and picked out the gaudiest 
one | could find. Lee King provided a sofa and chairs that had been used in the movie, “Lincoln.” | already had 
a Stella disc music box, a few early phonographs, and a cob organ, all of which worked fine. As a little sidelight, 
| picked up a curio case, which | filled with old engineering instruments, many of which had been passed down 
through the family. 


Once we had everything in place, my wife suggested that the place be named, “Kermit's Folly.” The name imme- 
diately stuck. | couldn’t have changed it even if | had wanted to, which | didn’t. My grandkids even made a sign 
for the door, 


We planned a grand opening party for November 11, 2018 and sent out invitations to our friends. The word got 
out what we were doing, and we began to get calls from people, some of whom we didn't even know, asking if 
they could come, too. We welcomed all of them, and on the big day, we had nearly a hundred people. The big- 
gest surprise was that one of them was Bobby Funkhouser, whom | hadn’t seen or heard from in decades! 


Several months later, after things got back to normal, | found a nearly complete Peerless Style 44 piano in good 
restorable condition for sale. It fit nicely in my remaining physical space, and it represented an important time 
period (1905) that | wanted for my collection. | brought it home to Kermit's Folly in early 2019 and immediately 
began work on it. It's complete now, and of the dozen known to exist, it's one of the handful of those that actually 


play. 


For me, collecting these old instruments is doubly rewarding. t love the challenge of bringing them back to life, 
sharpening my restoration skills with each one, and then proudly sharing them and their music with other people. 
Their enthusiastic reactions take me back fifty plus years to Underground Atlanta where | fell in love with those 
machines, in just the same way. 
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